Croix Foundation for Community Development 2 has also sought to crack the code, investigating national and international models of educational excellence with the overarching mission to advocate and support strategies that will lead to rapid public education transformation and improve student achievement. In 2013, St. Croix Foundation launched its 20/20 Education Policy Steering Committee to conduct a comprehensive review of the Territory's educational policies to understand our system and problems interfering with the Territory's collective efforts for reform. Led by the Foundation's Policy Officer, the Steering Committee has spent three years examining legal codes as well as national and international educational policies related to five specific priority areas: (1) Organizational Structure, (2) Instructional Management, (3) Student Support Systems, (4) Facilities Management, and (5) Funding.
As the framework within which all other priority areas function, to date, the Committee has reported on Priority #1: Organizational Design. Evaluating key components of the system independently and collectively with the goal of developing a comprehensive policy map, the Committee presented the following findings to key stakeholders. 1. While the Virgin Islands Code mandates that there are clearly defined roles for State Education Agencies and Local Education Agencies, the VI Department of Education functions as a unitary system. 2. The highest performing education systems in the nation align the organizational structure and operating policies governing their departments of education with their boards of education. 3. High performing systems in the United States have specific criteria for membership on the Board of Education. The Virgin Islands does not. 4. Most education stakeholders and policy makers who took the Foundation's pre and post surveys do not effectively understand the VI Codes that govern their roles and the system as a whole. 5. It is impossible to fully evaluate the efficacy of the VI Public Education System at this time because there are too many critical areas where the VI Code is either ambiguous or not being followed.
The Steering Committee formulated recommendations based on these findings that are presented within this document.
Making the Case for a Comprehensive Education Policy Analysis

Current macroeconomic research about the growth of nations strongly indicates that the future health of an economy depends on the cognitive skills of its workers. ~ Eric A. Hanushek and Ludger Woessmanny
WHY POLICY?
Over the course of twelve years, St. Croix Foundation for Community Development has invested in excess of $1 million into the Virgin Islands' education system. This is but a fraction of the 41.33 billion charitable dollars that were directed toward education nationwide in 2012 ("Charitable Giving Rose…") and the over 107 billion expended by the federal government (Delisle, 2013 ). Yet, in that same year, the PISA 3 exam, administered by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, reported that the United States scored below average in mathematics, ranking 27 th among 65 countries. In reading proficiency, the United States ranked 17 th and in science it ranked 20 th (2014).
In light of these facts, the Foundation was motivated to shift our approach away from funding niche programs and toward conducting a thorough analysis of the policies and systems that govern public education in the Virgin Islands.
St. Croix Foundation's Approach to Reform
St. Croix Foundation's educational work began in 2005 with the launch of our Model Schools Initiative. 4 At that time, the Foundation was just 15 years old but had already amassed a long record of successful initiatives in all priority areas including community revitalization, economic development, public safety, and fiscal sponsorship. To gain traction and deepen our impact, the Foundation concluded that a focus on education and workforce development as organizational priorities was the most effective insurance for the future prosperity and economic health of the US Virgin Islands.
In the 11 years since the launch of the Model Schools Initiative, St. Croix Foundation has invested over 1 million dollars in the Territory's public education system. But it cannot be fully quantified how much, beyond the financial investment, the Foundation has done in support of the Territory's public schools, local educators, and students. We adopted schools, created auxiliary libraries, bought countless books, sponsored Territory-wide professional development activities, and hosted roundtables and educational symposiums with key stakeholders on everything from best practices for classroom management to exploring charter schools. We also funded large delegations of educators to national conferences and launched strategic grantmaking programs that supported literacy, STEM, behavioral/student incentive programs, and arts initiatives, in addition to awarding individual scholarships. Seeking to quantify our investments and create a record of our effort and impact, we also published a case study on our work, conducted surveys, and published a 20-week editorial series. After investments of billions of charitable dollars, time, and talent into education, among American students "There has been no significant change in these [academic] performances over time."
Like many education reform strategies in America, our attempts to improve academic achievement had varying results. Back in 2011, the conclusion we had drawn from our efforts indicated that although some measurable gains were made, those gains occurred in isolation, and sustained improvements were not achieved proportional to the investments made. As an operating foundation, our core philosophy is that if a strategy for change has not resulted in success, then either the root cause has not yet been identified or the right approach has not been undertaken. Because the Foundation's work afforded us the opportunity to compile a comprehensive data repository on education reform in the Virgin Islands, we were motivated to gain a deeper understanding of the system, relying heavily on the statistics depicted in Tables 1 and 2 to guide us. In 2015-2016, 93% of public school students were not proficient in math (Virgin Islands Dept. of Ed., n.d.).
University of the Virgin Islands (UVI) Skills Classes
In 2008, 63% of freshman students at UVI scored below 500 on the SATA exam in reading and/or writing, requiring they take skills classes (Blake, 2017) .
Since 2008, the number of incoming freshman scoring below 500 points steadily increased, spiking to 90% in 2015 (Blake, 2017) . With educational and public safety data inextricably linked to economics, in 2012, St. Croix Foundation deduced that a Territorywide investment in public education (in dollars and commitment) could allow the Virgin Islands to not only recover but to thrive socially and economically. This remains true for any community facing similar challenges based on research of successful systemic reform efforts around the world.
CONDUCTING A SYSTEMS ANALYSIS
Reflecting on the research, the data, and our entire body of work in education, the Foundation concluded that even if the Territory could implement all the best programs with all the funding needed to support them, programming and grants alone were unlikely to produce sustainable results. Instead of making everything a priority, we decided to shift resources away from buying books or supporting programs and began to focus on understanding some of the deeply entrenched inhibitors to sustained improvements. In 2012, we formally identified two of the most critical trigger points that would have a multiplier effect throughout the system: teachers and the system itself.
The Foundation investigated the viability of our new approach and found several sources that supported our theory. Peter Senge, senior lecturer of Systems Leadership and Sustainability at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, states on the issue:
The systems perspective tells us that we must look beyond individual mistakes or bad luck to understand important problems. We must look beyond personalities and events. We must look into the underlying structures which shape individual actions and create the conditions where types of events become likely (2006) .
With a growing understanding of the whole-systems approach to education reform, in the spring of 2012, the Foundation began a deliberative policy mapping of the Territory's educational system. Grounded in data analysis, the strategy we employed included the following:
Formed the 20/20 Vision Education Steering Committee
The Foundation carefully selected a cross-section of local community stakeholders consisting of business leaders, educators from public, private, and parochial schools, as well as representatives from the University of the Virgin Islands and public sector agencies. Facilitated by a Policy Officer, the Committee has served as a research engine, compiling policies, examining VI Codes and building consensus for the development of final recommendations.
PRIORITY #3: Student Support Systems -Examining the legal codes and existing standards that exclusively address the health and welfare of the most important educational stakeholder (students), the Committee researched the formal structures that provide educational, social and emotional support systems and guidance for children.
PRIORITY #4: Facilities Management -Honing in on working environments and conditions, the Committee investigated issues pertaining to the maintenance and safety of learning spaces and educational facilities as an element of health, morale, and student engagement.
PRIORITY #5: Public Education Funding -Identifying funding as a primary component of a healthy educational system, the Committee waded through funding spreads to decipher funding formulas and budget allocations (federal and local). 
Compiled the Data
Hosted Focus Groups
Having compiled a mountain of data on Organizational Design, the Steering Committee developed a formal presentation and then began convening focus group meetings. The objectives for these meetings were to 1) initiate a conversation, 2) build awareness, and 3) facilitate a more collaborative and holistic approach to system-wide education reform.
The Committee began by inviting representatives from several civic organizations to participate and collaborate in our first focus group meeting. Subsequent meetings were held with the Virgin Islands Board of Education, state representatives from the Department of Education (including legal counsel), building representatives from the American Federation of Teachers, the Senate Committee on Education and Workforce Development, senatorial aspirants in advance of the 2014 election, University of the Virgin Islands senior representatives, and members from key stakeholder groups such as the Parent Teacher Student Association and the Chamber of Commerce. In May of 2016, ten senators from the 31st Legislature convened in the Foundation's conference room for a 3-hour deep dive into The Organization and Structure of the VI Public Education System. Consistently, the data presented to participants aroused interest, sounded alarms, and neutralized tensions, resulting in unanimous consensus around the need to amend and align outdated, ambiguous, and incongruent educational statutes and policies.
KEY FINDINGS: ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN BY VIRGIN ISLANDS CODE
In reviewing the data, what became immediately evident was the glaring complexities between and within the Virgin Islands Department of Education (VIDE) and the Virgin Islands Board of Education (VIBE). Also noted were critical statutes that were not enforced, such as the requirement that a Dean of Students be in place at all secondary schools to support school administrators with disciplinary problems. But what was most profound was the ambiguity in the VI Code surrounding the Board of Education's role relative to the Department of Education's role in the leadership of the education system (as seen in Figure 4 ). The Committee ultimately outlined five key findings: ( 
1) ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
By VI Code, the Virgin Islands Department of Education is structured as a decentralized State Education Agency (SEA) with two Local Education Agencies (LEA) as shown in Figure 1 ; but the Department really functions as a centralized unitary system, wherein almost all decisions are made at the state level (SEA), and the two district offices (LEAs) primarily execute those decisions. As reported by the University of the Virgin Islands in 2002, the Virgin Islands' system differs from common practice:
Most states have the equivalent of a politically appointed or elected commissioner of education who heads up a civil service-staffed SEA. Most heads of SEAs work with a board to establish policy, receive and disburse funds, and monitor and report on the quality of education in the state. Traditionally, LEAs, normally headed by a superintendent who reports to a politically elected or appointed board, accomplish the delivery of education. This division ensures common standards for education and reporting of results while granting LEAs freedom to deliver education within standards. This clearly defined SEA/LEA organization does not function in the Virgin Islands Department of Education.
(2) ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE BOARD OF EDUCATION
Historical Context According to VI Code, prior to 1955, the Virgin Islands had a "Committee on Education" and the School Boards of St. Thomas and St. Croix. In 1955, the Virgin Islands Board of Education was officially established by law as an independent agency, within the Department of Education, for administrative purposes. As the VIBE was an independent agency within the Department of Education, it was implicitly granted authority to recruit, hire, promote, and discharge personnel to carry out its duties. Nonetheless, the VIBE's employees were employees of the Department and had no power to order the Commissioner of Education to carry out the Board's directives. 10 Today, the VIBE is an independent agency operating outside of the Department of Education that oversees the Virgin Islands' two districts. Its bylaws state that "The Board is responsible for the general policy and direction of education in the Virgin Islands," reflecting that the VIBE's legal responsibilities mandated that the Board take a direct leadership role in the operation of the VI education system (2002) . Under the VI Code, the VIBE became more accountable, though, as it is now an elected body with broader policy making power that included establishing the school calendar.
Board Membership
In high performing education systems in the United States, substantial criteria for membership on boards of education is legislated. In the Virgin Islands, qualifications for our Board of Education are the same as for a member of the legislature.
11 In many high performing states, as seen in Figure 6 , membership on boards of education included high school students, military personnel, representatives from manufacturing and trade, and post-secondary administrators. Moreover, in the majority of states, the superintendent/commissioner sat on their boards. 
U.S. Code § 1572 Legislators (b) Qualifications of members
No person shall be eligible to be a member of the legislature who is not a citizen of the United States, who has not attained the age of twentyone years, who is not a qualified voter in the Virgin Islands, who has not been a bona fide resident of the Virgin Islands for at least three years next preceding the date of his election, or who has been convicted of a felony or of a crime involving moral turpitude and has not received a pardon restoring his civil rights. Federal employees and persons employed in the legislative, executive or judicial branches of the government of the Virgin Islands shall not be eligible for membership in the legislature. The Committee also conducted research on the structure and the role of boards and departments of education throughout the United States as charted by the National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE). There are several organizational models NASBE has identified, which can be seen in Figure 5 below. Looking at the fifteen top states in education for 2015, the committee highlighted the roles of superintendents/commissioners of education, focusing on the functions of boards in each state's organizational structure. Figure 7 ).
(4) STAKEHOLDER FEEDBACK
Most education stakeholders, policymakers, and external community stakeholders (including St. Croix Foundation) did not effectively understand the system that they govern, work within, or support. In many (5) SYSTEMS ASSESSMENT Finally, the Committee found that it was ultimately impossible to fully evaluate the efficacy of the structure of the Virgin Islands Public Education System, because there are too many critical areas where the VI Code is either too ambiguous or not being followed relative to organizational structure.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Upon the conclusion of the first phase of our research, focusing primarily on organizational design, our final recommendation was directed at the Virgin Islands Legislature and was very simply this: take action. St. Croix Foundation has led the research to identify issues that affect the organizational structure of our Territory's education system as it relates to the VI Code. It is now the responsibility of the VI Legislature to make the revisions needed in the Code that can lead to more cohesive laws. Additional recommendations presented to the Legislature included:
1. Conduct further research and assign a code reviser responsible the task of ensuring the congruence of VI Codes. 2. Determine who's on first base in the hierarchal structure of the educational system to ensure governing entities have adequate funding (and experience/credentials) to fulfill their duties; and then enforce the law. 3. Establish clear criteria for board membership. 4. Re-assess, clarify, and codify the LEA and SEA inter-relationship. 5. Finally, we believe that it is vital that the Legislature analyze the process by which the Territory selects education leaders (i.e. appointed, elected or hired) and determine the policies that govern their roles and responsibilities. 
EFFECTIVE SCHOOL SYSTEMS
SUMMARY AND NEXT STEPS
St. Croix Foundation for Community Development's effort to crack the code and support our educational system and students' academic success has evolved since 2005. Beyond grantmaking, the Foundation is now focused on identifying the pressure points that will cause ripple impact throughout the Virgin Islands education system. We are more convinced today than ever before that, rather than diluting resources across many priorities, the Territory's strategy must be directed at gaining a deeper understanding of the system while concurrently excavating the critical role of teachers. We ultimately believe that if the emphasis remains on niche reform strategies like academies, charter schools, STEM/STEAM programs, vouchers, or even Common Core as panaceas, sustainable whole-system reform will elude the Virgin Islands and other American districts like ours for that matter.
In the second phase of our research, St. Croix Foundation's Steering Committee has begun an analysis of our next two priority areas:
(1) Instructional Management and Teacher Quality -To date, personnel policies, formal job descriptions, selection and hiring criteria, union contracts, and performance appraisals have been collected and the Foundation's 20/20 Education Committee is now building a presentation that contains the key facets of the system that governs curriculum as well as teacher and administrative effectiveness.
(2) Student Support Systems -The Committee has also been examining legal codes and existing standards that exclusively address the health and welfare of our most important educational stakeholders-students. The Committee will explore VI education policies to map the interrelated structures that provide academic, social and emotional support systems and guidance for children.
St. Croix Foundation for Community Development believes that education affects every resident in the Virgin Islands, and that it is the foundation upon which our community's socioeconomic future rests. It is now our collective responsibility to meet our current challenges with sound data and aggressive action.
Over the past 12 years, St. Croix Foundation has spearheaded comprehensive educational initiatives, published editorials, and sought to raise awareness on the importance of public education to our economy and social wellbeing. Through our current policy research, we now seek to galvanize education stakeholders and policymakers to learn the system, to analyze it, and to reform it where necessary. In the final phase of our Policy Research Initiative, the Foundation's Steering Committee seeks to build a Policy Map that will overlay local policies with proven national and international education best practices and model policies. The completed map will provide policymakers and stakeholders with a databank, which will allow them to make informed decisions that will finally assist us in implementing whole-system reforms. This comprehensive systems analysis will also assist St. Croix Foundation in pursuing funding opportunities for the Territory through national funders and to understand how best to support students and teachers.
As we consider the impediments to forward momentum around education reform in the Virgin Islands over the past 20 years, we believe that the political and administrative 'revolving door' creates a cycle in which new visions and strategic agenda are rarely sustainable. This is true here and throughout educational systems everywhere. So the question remains: who carries forward a vision of equity, excellence and global competition? As a place-based operating foundation, the St. Croix Foundation for Community Development's philanthropic purpose is simply this: catalyze change and hold the vision.
